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found no welcome awaiting them when they arrived, for the
north-west consists chiefly of an arid and inhospitable tableland.
As for the east, that was adequately protected by the south-west
trade winds, which drove seafarers steadily north-west, and so
prevented them from sighting the shores of the elusive continent
Thus, although the existence of a great southern continent had
been suspected by the Portuguese, the Spaniards, and the Dutch
for over a hundred years, nothing definite was known until Abel
Tasman undertook his two voyages, and even he saw compara-
tively little of it On his first voyage in 1642 he saw only the
southern coast of Tasmania, and in 1644, flying the flag of the
Dutch East India Company, he sailed from Java along the north
and north-western coast of Australia, taking possession of the
land in the name of the United Netherlands.
Tasman's visit had no practical result, however, for the Dutch
were not interested in what they deemed a wilderness, and so
allowed their tide to lapse* When James Cook was sent to the
Pacific to observe the transit of Venus in 1769 (a century and a
quarter after Tasman's voyage) the map-makers of Amsterdam
and London were still quite uncertain where exactly they must
place this Terra Austrdis incognita in the vast expanse of water
that went by the name of the Great Peaceful Ocean. And the
bounds of this vast territory of almost 3,000,000 square miles
(nearly as large, therefore, as the United States) were not fully
explored until Flinders drcumaavigatcd Australia in 1803.
If Australia suffered from its situation its climate must also
have seemed litde attractive to those early visitors, for the coastal
districts arc, generally speaking, less comfortable than the areas
which lie just behind than, and in the north the damp heat makes
the coastal strip not only uncomfortable, but positively unhealthy.
This is in contrast to the great mass of the western tableland,
which is almost waterless. Such a description, of course, gives an
entirely false impression of the Australian climate, which ranges
from tropical heat in some parts to a cool, temperate variety as
healthy and invigorating as that of Scotland in others, but we
have to remember that the most immediately attractive portions
of tbe continent were also the farthest removed from the likely